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ABSTRACT
This study examines two programmes aimed at integrating refugees into the Austrian labour
market: a short-term Skills Assessment and a longer-term Integration Year that includes an
internship and training. The theoretical framework draws on the concepts of social field and
forms of capital proposed by Pierre Bourdieu. Using data from a large-scale refugee survey in
early 2019, we find that Austria’s short-term Skills Assessment fails to increase refugees’
employment chances. The Integration Year positively helps employment, but this outcome is
limited to refugee women. We conclude that integration programmes only help if they provide
refugees with both cultural and social capital. Implications for research and practice are dis-
cussed.
INTRODUCTION
In June 2019, the Austrian public employment service (Arbeitsmarktservice; hereafter: AMS) was
awarded a United Nations Public Service Award for its initiative “Competence Checks for Refugee
Women”. Run in collaboration with the non-profit organization abz*austria, this seven-week pro-
gramme comprises counselling of refugees, an assessment of their professional skills and overall
job search assistance (abz*austria, 2019). Programmes like this are urgently needed for refugees –
both women and men – in Austria, where in spring 2019 around 11,000 women and 20,600 men
were registered job seekers (AMS/Arbeitsmarktservice, 2019).
Not only the United Nations award makes Austria an interesting country for studying state pro-
grammes directed towards refugees’ labour market integration. But it is also among the European
countries with the largest shares of refugees (Eurostat, 2020a). Between 2010 and 2018, the country
with a population of 8.8 million granted more than 115,000 refugees from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq,
Iran and other countries asylum or subsidiary protection (BMI/Bundesministerium f€ur Inneres,
2019). Further, the relatively low national unemployment rate of 4.5 per cent (in May 2019; Statis-
tics Austria, 2019a) indicates that refugees have relatively good employment chances, also in
higher-quality jobs (Ortlieb and Weiss, 2020).
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Nevertheless, refugees face particular barriers in the Austrian labour market because they are
unfamiliar with local norms and job application processes, and many lack social networks and for-
mal credentials (Eggenhofer-Rehart et al., 2018; Ratheiser et al., 2019; Verwiebe et al., 2019). To
support refugees in overcoming these barriers, there are numerous initiatives by support organiza-
tions or independent volunteers, who inform refugees about job offers and help compile their
resumes, accompany them in job interviews and place personal recommendations with potential
employers (ibid.). The Austrian state partly supports these activities financially, and additionally
started its own initiatives. However, whereas prior research (also focused on other countries) has
shown that these kinds of programmes play an important role in refugees’ job search (Pietka-
Nykaza, 2015; Ponzoni et al., 2017; Knappert et al., 2018), this knowledge mainly is based on
interview data from small samples of refugees or other experts. Systematic, larger-scale studies are
lacking. Our study tackles this void, addressing the following research question: How do state pro-
grammes facilitate labour market integration of refugees?
We focus on two programmes: a short-term Skills Assessment (similar to the above-mentioned
“Competence Checks for Refugee Women”) and a longer-term Integration Year. Drawing on the
theoretical concepts of social field and forms of capital proposed by Pierre Bourdieu (1986), we
argue that these programmes provide refugees with capital that is considered valuable in the Aus-
trian labour market. Based on data from a large-scale refugee survey we find that the Skills Assess-
ment does not increase refugees’ employment chances, whereas the Integration Year does so only
for women. We conclude that state programmes aimed at refugee labour market integration are
effective only if they provide refugees with cultural and social capital, in addition to increased refu-
gees’ awareness of their existing cultural capital.
Our study contributes to refugee integration research and practice in the following ways. First,
by explaining differences in programme outcomes using Bourdieu’s concepts of fields and capital,
we theoretically advance research on refugee integration. Second, by focusing on two programmes
that differ in length and content as well as by using comprehensive quantitative data, we offer a
more nuanced understanding of how different kinds of programmes may or may not foster refu-
gees’ labour market integration. Third, we offer policy recommendations for the design of refugee
integration programmes.
STATE PROGRAMMES FOSTERING REFUGEE LABOUR MARKET INTEGRATION
Many countries have adopted a variety of short- and long-term programmes to foster labour market
integration of refugees. These programmes typically comprise elements such as language training,
skills assessment, job counselling and networking opportunities. Table 1 provides an overview of
select programmes across countries (also see the comprehensive reports by Andersson Joona, 2019
and Martın et al., 2016).
Studies on outcomes in terms of refugees’ employment are only available for some of these pro-
grammes. The available research revealed mixed findings. In an early study in Australia, Torezani
et al. (2008) found that only few refugees found jobs after they had participated in the “Job net-
work” initiative. Interestingly, however, the interviewed refugees stated that although the pro-
gramme did not sufficiently provide them with the skills they needed in job search, they benefitted
from the programme by creating social networks. Two more recent studies point out limited pro-
gramme outcomes. Yoon et al. (2019) found that the Canadian “Hope to work” programme did not
increase participants’ job-finding chances. Nor did participants work in higher-quality job types
than non-participants. Mansson and Delander (2017), in a comprehensive evaluation study of a
mentoring programme in Sweden, identified positive impact on the employment status only for
refugee men.
2 Ortlieb et al.
2020 The Authors. International Migration published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of
International Organization for Migration
In contrast, Sarvim€aki and H€am€al€ainen (2016), in a study of a Finnish integration programme,
found positive effects on employment rates. The authors attribute this outcome to the design of this
programme, which provided the refugees with special training tailored to their individual needs
rather than traditional standard courses. The intensive, individualized counselling over a longer per-
iod of time may also be the reason why the Swiss “Use potential – catch-up training” programme
was relatively successful, with 61 per cent of the participants being permanently employed or in an
apprenticeship after programme completion (Spadarotto, 2019).
In Austria, several refugee integration programmes co-exist. Carried out partly by the AMS alone
and partly in cooperation with support organizations such as Caritas, Diakonie and Volkshilfe, they
TABLE 1
OVERVIEW OF SELECT PROGRAMMES
Country Programme Reference
Australia “Job network”: multiple stages of 3 months each; skills
assessment, job search training, vocational training,
counselling, work preparation
Torezani et al. (2008)
Canada “Hope to work”: 2 weeks; career development training,
company visits, counselling
Yoon et al. (2019)
Denmark “Fast-track programme”: 8 weeks; language training,
internships, training on labour market and job search,
networking opportunities
Ledstrup and Larsen (2018)
General integration programme: 3 years; language train-
ing, skills assessment, counselling, internships, wage
subsidies, mentoring
Konle-Seidl et al. (2015)
Finland Integration programme: language training, internships,
vocational training; tailored to individual needs
Sarvim€aki and H€am€al€ainen
(2016)
Germany “MySkills”: skills assessment based on occupation-specific
competence repertoires covering 30 occupations
Konle-Seidl (2018)
“Perspectives for refugees”: 12 weeks; job-related lan-
guage training, skills assessment, job search training, job
application support; variants targeting youth (up to
6 months), women; another variant lasting 7 months
additionally includes internships
Boockmann et al. (2017)
“Early intervention”: targeting skilled asylum seekers; skills
assessment, individual counselling
B€uschel et al. (2015)
Norway General programme: 2 years, mandatory; language train-
ing, information on labour market and job search training,
computer training, vocational training for industries with
labour shortages (health, hospitality)
Hagelund (2005)
Sweden Skills assessments: targeting highly skilled immigrants;
recognition of foreign tertiary education
Konle-Seidl (2018)
“Recognition vouchers”: targeting employers; incentive to
use existing education recognition procedures
Konle-Seidl (2018)
Fast-track programme for skilled immigrants focused on
occupations with labour shortages: counselling, skills
assessment, recognition of foreign tertiary education, lan-
guage training, vocational training, job placements,
apprenticeships
Konle-Seidl (2018)
Mentoring programme: one-on-one mentoring through
locals in same professions as refugee mentees
Mansson and Delander
(2017)
Switzerland “Use potential – catch-up training”: targeting skilled refu-
gees, up to 5 years; skills assessment, individual coun-
selling, job coaching/case management
Spadarotto (2019)
UK “Life CV”: comprehensive skills assessment, personalized
career counselling
Schultheiss et al. (2011)
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vary in target groups, content and duration (Mara et al., 2016; Vienna Online, 2018; AMS/Arbeits-
marktservice, 2019; Wien, 2019; Context – Impulse am Arbeitsmarkt GmbH, 2020). This study
focuses on the two most widely used programmes: the Skills Assessment and the Integration Year,
which we describe in the next section after having introduced the theoretical framework of our
study.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES
To theorize how state programmes impact on labour market integration of refugees we draw on the
notions of "field" and "capital" proposed by Pierre Bourdieu (1986). Bourdieu’s theory allows us to
address the moves of refugees from one country to another as well as key elements of programmes
such as counselling, training and opportunities for social contacts.
Bourdieu maintains that every society is structured through social fields, which are characterized
by specific logics and rules. For instance, certain professions constitute fields, or a country’s labour
market in general. Within such fields, people strive for favourable positions through accumulating
various forms of capital: (1) economic capital, that is money or property, (2) social capital, com-
prising personal relationships and membership in groups, and (3) cultural capital, that is explicit
and implicit knowledge and skills. Cultural capital further comprises (a) institutionalized capital,
that is formally testified educational attainments and professional skills, (b) embodied capital, that
is dispositions of body and mind such as language and skills based on work experience, and (c)
objectified capital, that is cultural products such as books and artwork. Importantly, individuals
only achieve favourable positions in a field if other actors in this field recognize their capital as
valuable. Bourdieu (1986) termed this part of an individual’s capital portfolio "symbolic capital".
Bourdieu’s theory proved fruitful in migration and refugee research. In particular, the role of
transferring and renegotiating the value of cultural and social capital after having moved from
home to host country, and thus from one field to another field with different logics and rules, is
highlighted in studies on Indian academics in the UK (Fernando and Cohen, 2016), highly skilled
migrants from south-eastern Europe in Austria (Winterheller and Hirt, 2017), immigrants from
south Asia and the former Yugoslavia in Canada (Bauder, 2005), Turkish migrants and refugees in
Canada (Akkaymak, 2017) as well as Afghan and Syrian refugees in Austria (Eggenhofer-Rehart
et al., 2018). These studies demonstrate the usefulness of Bourdieu’s theory for migration research
over and above other existing concepts of human or social capital, because these studies show that
it is the specific interplay of an individual’s capital with different field logics which impacts on
employment chances when individuals move their capital portfolio from one field to another.
These studies indicate that refugees lack social, cultural and especially symbolic capital after they
have moved. Although a transition to a new country does not curtail every refugee of all symbolic
capital, most suffer significant losses. In particular, embodied cultural capital in the form of practi-
cal work experience loses its symbolic value in Austria, where employers attach great importance
to formal qualifications and certificates, that is institutionalized cultural capital (Eggenhofer-Rehart
et al., 2018).
Hence, refugees searching for employment not only need capital that is recognized by local
employers, but they also need to know what local employers expect from job applicants and, more
generally, the "rules of the game". Such knowledge, which can be either implicit or explicit and
itself represents cultural capital, is highly context-bound (Bauder, 2005; Winterheller and Hirt,
2017; Eggenhofer-Rehart et al., 2018). This is where state programmes come into play. State pro-
grammes help refugees adjust and extend their capital portfolios so that these recover their sym-
bolic value in the new country. More specifically, we maintain that state programmes help refugee
job seekers in the following three ways. First, they provide refugees with new cultural capital that
is recognized in the local labour market, including vocational training, practical work experience
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and official certificates. Second, these programmes increase the refugees’ awareness of their exist-
ing capital portfolio in the new labour market, which helps them make better use of their capital.
Third, programmes help refugees accumulate social capital through contact with locals such as
counsellors from the public employment service or support organizations as well as managers and
co-workers, in the case of internships.
Drawing on this theoretical framework, in the following paragraphs we describe the two pro-
grammes we consider in this study – the Skills Assessment and the Integration Year – and formu-
late testable hypotheses. Table 2 shows key characteristics of the two programmes and their
expected outcomes in terms of social and cultural capital.
The Skills Assessment (Kompetenzcheck) lasts five to seven weeks and aims at a detailed assess-
ment of the refugees’ formal qualifications, practical work experience as well as general knowledge,
skills and abilities. It also includes individual and/or group counselling concerning recognition of
formal credentials, concerning possible vocational training or further education and support in job
applications. Finally, refugees can test their practical skills at short-term internships and company
visits (for details and examples, see abz*austria, 2020; BEST Institut f€ur berufsbezogene Weiterbil-
dung und Personaltraining, 2020; ibis acam Bildungs GmbH, 2020).
In terms of Bourdieu’s capital forms, this programme particularly increases the refugees’ aware-
ness of their institutionalized and embodied cultural capital through formal qualifications and work
experience. Further, it increases embodied cultural capital through new job application skills and
knowledge of local workplace norms. Together with an improved information base of counsellors,
this enables more targeted job search. Finally, the Skills Assessment provides refugees with some
social capital since refugees meet other people at group counselling sessions and they get into con-
tact with counsellors and employers. This theorizing on refugees’ increased cultural and social capi-
tal leads to our first hypothesis.
Hypothesis 1. Refugees who participated in the Skills Assessment have a higher proba-
bility of being employed than those who did not participate.
TABLE 2
KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CONSIDERED PROGRAMMES AND EXPECTED OUTCOMES
Programme Skills assessment Integration year
Duration 5-7 weeks 6-12 months
Contents • Assessment of formal qualifications
• Assessment of work experience
and practical skills
• Career counselling
• Help with job applications
• Internship
• Vocational training
• Training in areas such as
language and culture, teamwork,
job search
Expected
outcomes:
increase in. . .
• Awareness of existing formal qualifications
and work experience (= embodied
cultural capital)
• Knowledge of local workplace norms
(= embodied cultural capital)
• Job application skills
(= embodied cultural capital)
• Contacts with peers, counsellors and
employers (= social capital)
• Awareness of existing formal
qualifications and work experience
(= embodied cultural capital)
• Professional knowledge
(= institutionalized cultural capital)
• Practical skills (= embodied
cultural capital)
• Knowledge of local workplace
norms (= embodied cultural capital)
• Contacts with counsellors, local
co-workers and employers
(= social capital)
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The Integration Year (Freiwilliges Integrationsjahr) lasts between six and 12 months, and its
main element is an internship in a charitable organization. This internship also includes at least
150 hours of vocational training as well as training in areas such as language and culture, team-
work and job search (for details, see Caritas Linz, 2019; Die Berater, 2020; AMS/Arbeitsmarktser-
vice, 2020). Like the Skills Assessment, the Integration Year increases refugees’ awareness of their
qualifications. Yet the Integration Year additionally enables refugees to augment their cultural capi-
tal and tailor it to the new field so that employers recognize it as symbolic capital. To a much lar-
ger extent than the Skills Assessment, the Integration Year offers opportunity to increase embodied
cultural capital through learning the language, understanding culture and gaining local work experi-
ence. Whereas language proficiency is a requirement of many jobs, local work experience is impor-
tant because many employers view experience obtained abroad as inferior to local standards (Kanas
and Tubergen, 2009; De Vroome and Tubergen, 2010; Wehrle et al., 2019).
Besides embodied cultural capital, the Integration Year also offers opportunity to increase institu-
tionalized cultural capital and social capital to a larger extent than the Skills Assessment. More
specifically, refugees obtain local official certificates, representing institutionalized capital which is
recognized by Austrian employers (Eggenhofer-Rehart et al., 2018). Furthermore, internships con-
nect refugees with co-workers and employers, thus increasing participants’ social capital that may
prove useful in subsequent job search (Akkaymak, 2017; Eggenhofer-Rehart et al., 2018). Thus,
our second hypothesis not only addresses better employment chances of those who have partici-
pated in the Integration Year as compared to refugees who did not participate in any programme,
but also vis-a-vis participants of the Skills Assessment. Hence, our second hypothesis refers to two
reference groups.
Hypothesis 2a. Refugees who participated in the Integration Year have a higher proba-
bility of being employed than those who did not participate.
Hypothesis 2b. Refugees who participated in the Integration Year have a higher proba-
bility of being employed than those who participated in the Skills Assessment.
Furthermore, following previous research which found that the attained educational level and
demographic characteristics affect outcomes of labour market programmes and job search success
of refugees (De Vroome and Tubergen, 2010; Lundborg, 2013; Cheung and Phillimore, 2014;
Bredgaard, 2015; Mansson and Delander, 2017; Zacher, 2019), we expect different outcomes of
the Skills Assessment and the Integration Year, depending on refugees’ educational level, gender
and age.
Hypothesis 3. The relationship between programme participation and the probability of
being employed is moderated by refugees’ a) educational level, b) gender and c) age.
We test these hypotheses using survey data, which we describe in the next section.
DATA
We draw on data from a large-scale survey of recognized refugees and persons with subsidiary pro-
tection status resident in Austria (Hosner et al., 2020; also see Baumgartner et al., 2020). The target
group were individuals from Afghanistan, Syria, Iran and Iraq aged 15 to 64 years. We used the
following three ways to recruit participants. First, a stratified random sample was drawn from all
individuals who had been registered with the AMS at some point between January 2008 and
December 2018. The sampling procedure covered 76 per cent of all refugees registered with the
AMS in April 2019 (AMS/Arbeitsmarktservice, 2019). The stratification criteria for the sample
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were gender, citizenship and province of residence in Austria. The gross sample comprised
29,836 refugees. Depending on available contact information, we invited participants via text mes-
sage (52.1 per cent of the gross random sample), email (32.2 per cent) or regular mail (10.3 per
cent), all of which contained a personalized link to our online questionnaire. (The remaining
5.4 per cent were double or multiple entries of telephone numbers for which only a single respon-
dent could be identified.)
Second, we visited offices of the AMS and other institutions concerned with refugee integration
in two large cities. Bilingual interviewers trained by us approached refugee clients in person. There
were no other selection criteria than those mentioned before. The interviews were conducted on-site
using tablet computers with the same questionnaire that was also administered online.
Third, we invited refugees who participated in earlier surveys conducted by us. The data we use
in this article are part of a longitudinal study that started in 2016. We use the study’s third wave,
for which the fieldwork took place between March and May 2019. Although for this article we
cannot exploit the panel structure of the data yet, we used contact information provided by those
participants of previous survey waves who indicated that they were willing to participate in future
waves.
Our questionnaire covered topics such as employment, health, family and living conditions. It is
largely based on the German IAB-BAMF-SOEP refugee survey conducted in 2016 (TNS Infratest
Sozialforschung, 2016). Respondents could choose between versions in German, Arabic and Farsi.
They received a shopping voucher of either 7 Euro (if they participated for the first time) or
10 Euro (if they had participated in previous surveys), as is recommended to not exploit refugees
and to increase response rates (Perez et al., 2011; Kohlenberger et al., 2020). Respondents were
informed about the purpose of the survey and data privacy, and that participation was voluntary.
The questionnaire and procedure of data gathering were approved by the ethics committee of the
University of Graz.
The cleaned data set comprised 2,403 respondents. To correct for sampling biases, we used
weight factors in our analyses. As the number and the demographic structure of recognized refu-
gees and persons with subsidiary protection status resident in Austria is unknown, we used esti-
mates for the working-age population (15–64 years) of both groups combined, based on official
statistics concerning asylum decisions, population and migration (Statistics Austria, 2019b; Statis-
tics Austria, 2019c; Eurostat, 2020a; Eurostat, 2020b; Eurostat, 2020c; Eurostat, 2020d). As of
1 April 2019, an estimated 66,483 refugees of the four considered citizenship groups (plus stateless
refugees from these countries) lived in Austria. Around one-third were women. We calculated post-
stratification weights for the total sample based on the proportions of women and men as well as
citizenship groups and the distribution of AMS clients across Austrian provinces (AMS/Arbeits-
marktservice, 2019).
For our analyses, we excluded respondents who had arrived in Austria before 2010, were
younger than 18 years, did not have formal access to the labour market, were currently inactive in
the labour market or had missing data in any of the model variables. After exclusion of these cases,
the final sample used in the following analyses comprised 998 respondents. Of these, 674 respon-
dents (68 per cent) are men; 457 (46 per cent) are highly educated (ISCED level 5 or higher); and
the average age is 33 years (standard deviation 8.72). Regarding sampling mode, 745 respondents
(75 per cent) had been contacted based on the AMS random sample, 86 (9 per cent) were inter-
viewed on-site and 167 (17 per cent) had participated in previous survey waves. Further sample
characteristics are presented in Table 3.
We conducted comprehensive response analyses. Results suggested sample selectivity, with
higher shares of men, higher educated and labour market active refugees in the AMS random sam-
ple and among respondents who also participated in a previous survey, as compared to those partic-
ipants who were interviewed on-site. To account for potential biases caused by selection effects,
we included respective dummy variables in the models below. Furthermore, we ran separate
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regression analyses for each sampling mode group. However, while the results for the AMS ran-
dom sample were almost identical to those based on the total sample, the limited number of obser-
vations in the two other sampling modes did not allow for further comparisons. It also should be
noted that our sample consists of comparatively many refugees with medium or high educational
levels, compared to other countries (e.g. Germany, Worbs et al., 2020; Sweden, Aradhya and Mus-
sino, 2020). Yet this phenomenon is not unique to our sample but to the entire refugee population
in Austria, as also other studies have shown (Buber-Ennser et al., 2016; Hosner et al., 2017).
Concerning measurement, we draw from the already mentioned German IAB-BAMF-SOEP refu-
gee survey. To measure the binary dependent variable, “being employed”, respondents were asked:
“Are you currently working?”. We considered paid and unpaid employment, including self-employ-
ment, as well as firm job offers as indicators of “being employed”.
Our explanatory variables were “participation in Skills Assessment” or “participation in Integra-
tion Year”. Following previous studies on the outcomes of state programmes fostering the labour
market integration of refugees and immigrants (e.g. Aldashev et al., 2010; Andersson Joona and
Nekby, 2012; Sarvim€aki and H€am€al€ainen, 2016; Mansson and Delander, 2017; Yoon et al., 2019),
we use these variables as proxies for the social and cultural capital which refugees acquired
through participating in these programmes.
Finally, we considered a range of control variables, which previous research has found to affect
the employment status of refugees (Potocky-Tripodi, 2001; De Vroome and Tubergen, 2010;
Codell et al., 2011; Lundborg, 2013; Cheung and Phillimore, 2014; Sarvim€aki and H€am€al€ainen,
2016; Mansson and Delander, 2017; Khawaja and Hebbani, 2018; Ortlieb and Weiss, 2020).
RESULTS
Table 3 presents descriptive statistics of all study variables, also grouped by programme participa-
tion and employment status. Table 4 reports the logistic regression results. Model 1 in Table 4 con-
tains all study variables. In Models 2, 3 and 4, interaction terms for the refugees’ educational level,
gender and age were added.
Hypothesis 1 stated that participation in the Skills Assessment is positively related to employ-
ment. Contrary to that hypothesis, the marginal effect at means (MEM) of this variable is negative
and statistically significant (MEM = 0.111; p < 0.1; Model 1 in Table 4), suggesting that refu-
gees who participated in the Skills Assessment have a lower probability of being employed than
non-participants (11.1 percentage points). This relation partly changes if we add interaction terms
of participation in the Skills Assessment with educational level, gender and age, following Hypoth-
esis 3 (Models 2 through 4 in Table 4). While the respective interaction effects are non-significant,
the main effects of gender (MEM = 0.203; p < 0.001) and age (MEM 25–34 years = 0.141;
p < 0.1; MEM 35–64 years = 0.220; p < 0.05) remain statistically significant. However, whereas
the size of the main effects of gender and age are almost the same across the models, the main
effect of the Skills Assessment remains statistically significant only in Model 3, which takes
account of a possibly differentiated impact on women and men (MEM = 0.127; p < 0.01).
Hypothesis 2 stated that participation in the Integration Year is positively related to employment.
In support of this hypothesis, the MEM of this variable is positive and statistically significant
(MEM = 0.169; p < 0.05; Model 1 in Table 4), indicating that the probability of being employed
for those refugees who participated in the Integration Year is 16.9 percentage points higher than
that for non-participants. Also, this relation changes if we add interaction terms of participation in
the Integration Year with educational level, gender and age, following Hypothesis 3 (Models 2
through 4 in Table 4). Interestingly, whereas the main effect of participation in the Integration Year
and interaction effects for educational level or age are non-significant, the interaction effect for
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gender is statistically significant (MEM = 0.231; p < 0.1). In several other model specifications,
this interaction effect proved to be robust. Descriptive statistics show that 66 per cent of those men
who did not participate in the Integration Year were employed, and 71 per cent of those men who
participated. Among women, 44 per cent of non-participants were employed and 64 per cent of
participants. Thus, while these proportions suggest that men too benefit from participation in the
Integration Year in terms of employment, our regression analysis yielded statistically significant
effects only for women.
DISCUSSION
This study examined how state programmes help refugees in Austria find employment, focusing on
a Skills Assessment, which lasts five to seven weeks, and a longer-term Integration Year, which
also includes an internship and training. Overall, the results indicate that the Skills Assessment does
not increase the probability of being employed. This effect is statistically non-significant or even
slightly negative, depending on the statistical model. Further, the Integration Year is related to a
higher employment probability for women.
Our finding that participation in the Skills Assessment does not increase the probability of find-
ing a job is puzzling. There are several possible explanations for this finding. First, increased
awareness of the volume of one’s symbolic capital may lead to higher selectivity in the job search.
This explanation is supported by previous work showing that refugees with formally recognized
qualifications have lower chances to find employment (Correa-Velez et al., 2015). Second, if Skills
Assessments reveal that refugees have less cultural capital than they had thought previously, then
their commitment to seek employment in jobs below their expected level may decrease. Third,
there may be selection effects that account for a high proportion of programme participants who
find themselves in unfavourable circumstances of whatever kind (irrespective of educational attain-
ments or professional work experience). Selection effects such as “parking” are well known from
the literature on active labour market policies (e.g. Bredgaard, 2015): counsellors more easily per-
suade those job seekers with very low job prospects to participate in a programme. Moreover, self-
selection may have occurred in such a way that those refugees who believed in their chances to
find adequate employment alone did not participate in the Skills Assessment.
In contrast with the Skills Assessment, participating in the Integration Year increases refugees’
employment probability, and thus appears more effective. However, men seem not to benefit. We
interpret this finding as reflecting a disproportionately large increase in symbolic capital for women
participants as compared to men. Their capital portfolio may be more strongly devalued than that
of men as employers may apply stereotypes, according to which women from Afghanistan or Ara-
bic countries do not work. In other words, we assume that there is a “symbolic capital penalty” for
women refugees, which they can compensate for through acquiring institutionalized and embodied
cultural in the Integration Year, plus increased social capital. Other women, who had not been
gainfully employed in their countries of origin may benefit disproportionately from the programme,
too, because they acquire embodied cultural capital by gaining work experience and internalizing
rules and norms prevailing in the Austrian economy.
Also, participating in such a time-consuming programme signals a strong interest in employment
towards counsellors and possible employers, which is important in the light of prevailing stereo-
types. An alternative explanation is that men invest more time and energy in the programme than
women, restricting their efforts in searching for a job – the so-called lock-in effect. Supporting this
reasoning, Clausen et al. (2009), in a study on immigrants in Denmark, found stronger lock-in
effects for men than for women.
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It is particularly interesting to shed light on the reasons accounting for apparently opposed effects
of the two programmes. While both were designed to foster refugees’ labour market integration,
the Skills Assessment increases the participants’ and counsellors’ awareness of the existing cultural
capital but does not itself comprise training. In contrast, the Integration Year provides refugees with
various forms of cultural capital and social capital. As previous studies have found, local creden-
tials are key to migrants’ and refugees’ employment prospects (Zikic and Richardson, 2016), with
local work experience being a particularly valuable form of embodied cultural capital (Kanas and
van Tubergen, 2009; De Vroome and Tubergen, 2010; Wehrle et al., 2019). Hence, such an
increase in the volume of refugees’ symbolic capital will compensate for possible lock-in effects,
which may be larger in the case of the Integration Year.
Theoretically, our study adds to the existing literature by elaborating on the forms of individual
capital distinguished by Bourdieu (1986). Whereas mainstream economic frameworks refer to
human capital to denote individuals’ formal education and work experience, Bourdieu’s differentia-
tion between institutionalized and embodied cultural capital offers a finer-grained consideration of
programme outcomes. Further, his notion of symbolic capital helps understand why refugees’ capi-
tal portfolio is devalued upon their move between social fields with differing field logics. Likewise,
our Bourdieusian framework advances the psychologically oriented literature on career development
of refugees. As a recent literature review by Zacher (2019) shows, notions of social and cultural
capital play a role in this research area already. Our Bourdieusian framework contributes much-
needed theoretical substantiation to this research.
PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
Our study suggests several recommendations for policymakers and practitioners dealing with labour
market integration of refugees. First, our findings indicate that comprehensive programmes such as
the Integration Year are more effective than short-term interventions such as the Skills Assessment.
Thus, programmes aimed at increased awareness (and providing information to counsellors) are not
sufficient for refugees to find employment. Rather, programmes should provide refugees with cul-
tural and social capital that is locally relevant. This can be achieved only through training and prac-
tical work experience as programmes like the Integration Year offer.
Second, with special regard to Austria, our study suggests that programmes similar to the Integra-
tion Year, which ends in 2020, are needed. Enriching the Skills Assessment with modules aiming
at increased cultural and social capital may be a relatively inexpensive and easy to manage step in
that direction.
Third, since our findings indicate that the considered programmes affect the employment chances
of varying refugee groups differently – along the lines of educational level, gender and age – poli-
cymakers and counsellors should consider this heterogeneity among refugees. More tailor-made
programmes are needed, and counsellors should provide individualized assistance to refugees. Tak-
ing the refugees’ individual life circumstances and needs into account will increase not only their
capital portfolio by adding exactly those elements they need but also their commitment to the pro-
gramme.
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
Our study has several limitations which should be considered when interpreting the findings.
First, we used a specific sample, because we only considered cases without missing values in
any of the study variables. Our sample also is limited regarding refugees’ countries of origin.
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Further, although the positive impact of the Integration Year on women’s employment is robust
across statistical models, some further differentiations are needed, which, however, will increase
requirements concerning statistical power. Thus, future research is needed that uses larger sam-
ples and/or that replicates our study using other samples, for instance the already mentioned Ger-
man IAB-BAMF-SOEP refugee survey. Likewise, cross-country comparative studies are needed
in order to identify how a country’s institutional and policy context affects the effectivity of pro-
grammes.
Second, whereas the two types of programmes we considered in this study are implemented in
practice with varying accentuations, our data cannot fully capture such differences. Likewise, the
Integration Year’s internships may differ in the extent to which they offer opportunities to obtain
cultural and social capital. Hence, more evaluation studies of varying concrete programme designs
are needed, preferably using randomized samples, measurement at multiple points in time and sta-
tistical matching techniques. In addition to acknowledging heterogeneity in programme implementa-
tion, also studies taking account of possibly varying motivation, learning capabilities and
commitment of the programme participants are needed.
Lastly, one aim of the Skills Assessment is a stocktaking of refugees’ qualifications in order to
improve AMS services. In the long run, these services should improve refugees’ employment
prospects, but our study is limited to a shorter period of time. In particular, information about
exact spells concerning the participation in a programme, training, unemployment and employ-
ment is not available. Thus, future research should seek to use longitudinal spell data mirroring
the sequence of these activities and compare programme participants with non-participants.
Adopting such a long-term perspective in future research is important, not only to explain the
impact of state programmes, but also because vocational careers are inherently long-term, namely
lifelong projects.
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